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CHANGES IN STUDENT VALUES AND ATTITUDES OUER A DECADE

Deborah L. Bandalos and William E. Sedlacek

Research Report  11-37
SUMMARY

Frsehman' sntering UMCP in 1976 (N=1470) and 1986 (N»=713)
were administered the University New Student Cansus (UNSC), an
ancnymous quasticnnaire designz2d tn slicit general information on
demographic and attitud:inal items., Fu-:alts showed that there vers
signifizant difforences betwsen the two groups in  terms of
personal vajues and attit.des, sspecially as related to the areas
of career choice and life goals. Maore specifically, students in
1986 were more likely to choose careers becauss of high earnings
or prestige, and to see ths purp.sse of the university as
preparing people for jobs than wers students in 1976.

1986 students were alac more likely to choose drug abuse anc
crime as major national probisns, while 1976 students cited the
anvironment and *he eco.i.omy most oftien.

Other differences asre presentsd and the implications of

these findings are discussed.




Today's students hava been cnaractearized as the "me
generation.” To those who remember *hes astudent activism of thc
1960's and sarly 1970's, tbe nmw ganaration of students seems
remarkably unconcerned with social issues. Ard many educators
today are bemoaning students' obsession with career-ralated
courses, as well as their lack of interast i1n the libesral arts
(Krukowski ,1985).

However, as Sandesr (1985) points out, students who entered
college az fresbman in 1984 were wualy s:ix years old whan the
United States pulled out of Yiet liam, ard only seven when Richard
Nixon resigned the presiscrcy. Tha Arab cil boycott and ensuing
inflation, ard the 1ta: :.g c¢f fmerican hostegez 1n Iran were
e.onts that affected these stuzerts. Many of them havs f=lt the
effects of widespread unemploymsnt. It wouid nct be surprising,
then, if &hess atudents were mure cancarnsd with the materisl
aspects of life thar wers their cruntesrparis in the 1960's and
1970's. But are today's siuderts re-ily s> concarvative as  they
are often perceived?

Crocker Coulson, writing in Ihs New FPepublic, des~ri-cs the
vslues of current collegs students as "vapid materializn.” The
ALE/UCLA Conperativa Instit.tional PRe=sarch Frogram's 1984
student survey rsported that 71% of the eatudents felt that
"peing wvery wel! cff financi»ily" isa &n important or wvery
important life goal, as opposed to 39% in 1970. In contrast, B80%
of the students surveysd 1in 1970 feit that “developing a
meaningful philosophy of 1ife" uas important or very important,
while the percentage in 1984 was only 39X%.

The attitudes of today's studert- toward crime and drug




abuse are often perceived as be:i1na more consarvative than those
of their peers in tne 1960's and 1970's. These perceptions are
supported by several studies. Carter and Ssdlacek (in press), 1in
a comparat.ve study over a ten ye-~ period, found tgat students
in 1983 were significantly more lin.lu than studeais in 1973 to
feel that marijuana should not be leqalized, and that thnse found
using or selling drugs 1llegally should be turnsd 1in to the
proper authorities. In a related study, X:rschner and Sedlacek
(in press) found that studznts 1n 1953 wers s.gnificantly more
likely than those in 1973 to feei .- at abortions should not be
made available to students withou! parental zonsent.

One of the clearest trends in current student attitudes is
in the ares of careers and higher educstion. Today's students
appear to hbe more caresr-crienied, ang sse college more as a
means of orsparing for a well-paid job then as a learning
opportuniiy. The existence of th=sse trends is supportsd by
several studies. Mascn-Sowsll and Sedlacek (1983) examined
changss in students' orisntation to college over thirteen years
in terms of the four basic philosophies developed by Clark and
Trow (1966). These four philosophies are defired as: vocational,
or those who are in college primarily to prepare for & career;
academic, those who ars primarily interested in the pursuit of
knowledge and cultivaticr of the intellect; coilegiate, those who
consider involvement in sucial and extracurricular activities an
important part of the college experience; and nonconformiat, or
those who emphasize individual interests and styles, ana

development of a personal identity. In ther study, Mason-Sowell

t
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and Sedlacek found that students 1n 1982 were significantly more

likely than those in 196% to fesl that the wvocational and
academic philosophies best represented their orientation to
college , while fewer chose the nonconformist philesophy. The
ACE/UCLA survey found thest 68% of the students in 1984 felt that
a ‘"very important” reason for attending colisge was "to be able
to make more money," up from 4%% in 1971. Ffrom data collected in
interviews with over 40,000 students in recent years, Krukowski
(1985) reports “that the most pcopular reason students gave for
deciding to attend college was "to maka mo}a money," while 72X of
the students chose college "to be able to cet a betlter job."

Sandesn (1985) noted that ths comsstitjon fer grades has
incressed recently, as stucents Jis witn c=zh other to attract
employers with high GPAs. This compet:ition cften results 1n a
reluctance for students to experiment in their academic programs,
or to take elective courses in which they may not get a good
grade. Students tend to be most interested in ccursss which are
directly rslated to getting a cood ;ci-, as oppesed to liborel
arts or enrichmont courses, which ers =2en zs peripheral to their
career objectives.

Given these visws, it is evident that the objectives of
tecday's students and thoae of tcday's colleges do nut necessarily
mesh. And, as Sandeen (1985) points out, the decreass in the
number of college-aged people has caused many colleges to compete
for students by adapting tﬁair prcgrams to mest the pragmatic
goals of potentisl students. Howewer, many educators feel that
compromising educational programs to the detriment of the liberal

arts does not serve the needs of either the students or the
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sociesty as a whole.

The purpose of the present study was to compare the wvalues
and attitudes of students attending the University of Maryland,
Coliege Park (UMCP), in 1976 and in 1986, in order to determine
whether the findings on this campus correspond to those reported
nationally. [t is believad that an understanding of these
attitudes is a necessa-~y first step in desling with ths issues

they raise for policies and practices in higher sducation.

METHCD

The University New Studert Census (UNSC), a survey form
designed to elicit general iuformation on demographic and
attitudinal questions, was administered to random samples of 1470
students (47% male and 53% femala) in ths summer of 1976, and of
713 students (50% male snd 53% fesmale) in the summer of 1986 as
part of their summer orientaticn grogram. Since agproximatoly 8%5%
of all new fresiimen attend the orientation program, this sample
is considered to be represantative of all freshmer at the
univeirsity. The data were analyzed by chi-<quare and
multivariate analy<:s of wvariance techniques. All findings

reported wars found *o be significant at the .05 leusl.

RESULTS

Personal Values
Several items relating to studsnts' personal wvalues were -
compared for the 1976 and 1986 groups. Significant differences
between the two groups were found on all of these items. Students

were asked to choose the institution which had besn mosat
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influential in forming the:r current velues or beliafs. The
majority of students in both years chose the option for family
(51% in 1976 and 52 1n 1986). In 1976, however, eqgual
percentages (17%) of the studsnts chose the an. ers "school" ond
“friends," while in 1986 25% of the students f=lt thsxt tna.r
friends were the most important influence on their wvalues, and
only 11% felit that their school wzn an 1mportant influence.

A related quostion as«ked s‘udents what had contributed most
to their own paréonal development durirg the past year. The 1986
group of students chose tie cptions for “friends” (26%) and for
"social life" (30%) more often than cid students in 1976, of whom
22% chosze "friends", and 25% "socizi liie." Eight pe,cent of the
students in 1976 chcsae the optinarn "contac’ with
teachers ,counselors," ax opposed to ouly 3% in 1986, which ssems
to be consisten: with ths firding that ths 197¢€ students were
more likely to cite the:ir school a3 influencing their wvalues.
Uery samall percentages of students in each yesar (4% in 1976 and
3% in 1986) chose the optiun "work with political or sucial
aztion groups" as ths facter which had the most effect en their
personal developmant,

Another i1tem reinting to parsons: valuss asksd students what
they felt was the most important ;ssue for society to resclue.
Responses to this iter for the 1996 and 1976 groups are

summarized in Table 1.




Table 1

and 1986 Samples

lasue T Sample

1976 1986
Racism 15% 15%
Integrity of those in power 10% ?%
Environmental 1ss.ies 23% 13%
Drug abusa 4% 19%
Economy 19% 9%
Crime 17% 22%

Note, Values represent psrcentagas of students 1in sach sample.

It can be seen from Tabie 1 that althcugh eopinions on the
importance of issues such as racizm and the integrity of those
in power remsined quite stable over the ten year period, opinions
on other 1issues changed tignificantly. Concern over the
environment and the economy decreased substantially from 19726 to
1986, but increased in the areas of crime and drug abuse.
Students were alsoc asked what was moat important to them in
their longtera career choice. The respanses of the 1976 and 1906

groups are summarized in Table 2.

Table 2




1976 1986
Jdcb openings usually available 11% - 5%
High anticipated earnings 13% 22%
Jeli-respected or prestigious occupation 6% 15%
Make an important centribution to society i5% 11%
Work with people i8% 10%
Intrinsic interest in the field 19% 17%

Nota, UValues represent percentages of students 1n sach sample.

As Table 2 illusirataa, 197¢ ctudents wers more likely than
those in 1986 to corsider woerk.ny with psopls and the
availabiiity of jobs as imparisnt facinrs in choosin; & carsder.
The latter reason is understandabls whan one remembers that tha
unemployment rate during that pericd was quite high. In contrast,
students in (986 were more likely to choose jobs becausa af high
earnings or prestige. This is sim.iar to tha findings of
Krukowshki (1985). Ciffersnces 1n the aress 3f contributing to

society and having an intersst wers much less marked.

ficademic_concerns gnd irsuas

Students in both groups reiponded to several questions
relating to academic issues. Significant differences between the
two groups were found on 2!'] of these 1tems.

Students were asked what they thought was their weakest area
academically. The psrcentages choesing the sreas of reading,

writing, and getting alang with others were similar in each
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group. However, a greater percentage of 1986 students (33%) than
of 1976 students (22%) felt that their study habits were ' thsir
weakest area. In light of this, it is interesting to note that
more o” the 1986 students expected to obtain a Master's degree
than did the 1976 students (43% as cpposed to 25%). Approximately
equal numbers of students in the tweu groups expected to obtain
bachelor's degrees, as well as medical, law, and Ph.D. degrees.

In the areas of extracurriculsr activities, the two groups
again showed some interesting differsncas. The 1976 studants were
most likely to choose special interest groups (28%), intramurale
(27%), musical or dramatic organizaticns (16%), and student
publications or communications (10%). Students in 1986 chose ths
same four arsas, but in a differsnt order. Intramurals was by far
the most pgpular choice of these students, chosen by &7%. The
percentages choosing musical or dramatic organizetions,
publications, and special intsrest groups were much the same at
13%, 12%, and 11%, respectively. This trend was supported by a
Likert scale item which said, "] sxpect to participate in some
form of intramural athletics at the University." Students in 1986
were significantly more likely to agree with this statement than
were students in 1976.

The percentages of students who expressed an interest in

political or social action groups or in volunteer services was

quite small (less than 7%) in both years., Howesver, students in

1986 wer~ slightly more likely tc express an interest in
political or social action groups than were those in 1976 (7% as

oppposed to 4X).




Students were asked what they felt wis the major functiocn of
the university. Similar percentages (30% in 1976 and 2%% in 1986)
choss the option for "devel sersonal and social 5kil!a of

people."” Differencss were . .4 in the percentages bf students

in 1776 and 1984 who chose the answers "provide a general

lear 'ing facility” ana "prepare peuple for jobs." Forty-seven

percent of thes students in 1976 chose "provide & general learning

facility" as opdosed to 39% in 1986, whereas 14X of the students
in 1976 chose "ﬁrcpare people for jobs," in contrast to 22% in

1986.

Significant differences betwean the two groups of students
were also found on items related to their eraons for staying in
college. The biggest differsnce was in tha percentages onf
students who chose the optiom "college graduates get betie.
jobs." In 76, only 13% of the students chose this optiun,
while .n 19Ré the percentage had grown to 25%. Studentis in 1986
ware also more likely to cheooss the option that '"college
graduates earn mors" (12%) than were trhe 1976 students (4%). The
most popular racponse tn this item ir both groups was that "a
collnge degree is the only way ! can enter my chosen profession,"”
chosen by 38X of the atidents in 1976 and by 27% of those in
199é6. Finslly, the option "I must have & degree in order to enter
graduste or professional schoo!" was chaosen by similar
percentages of students in 1976 (20%) and in 1986 (16%).

Students in both groups also responded to an i1tem which
asked what they thought would be the most likely reason that they
to

would leave school before 'btaining their dogres. Responses

this question for both groups are summarized in Table 3,
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Table 3

Certain I will obtain s degree

Tn accept a good job

To esnter another school

It would cost more than I could afford
Disinterest in study

Lack of academic ability
Note, Ualues represant percentages of students in each sample.

One of‘the most striking differences observable frum Table 3
is in the pcrcentages of students who would leavs to enter
anothar school. In 1976, only 2% of the students chose this
option, while in 1986 .t was chosen’ by 3%% of the students.
Students in 1976 were also more likely to lsave school because of
cost factors, to accept a good job, or because of disinterest in
thair studies than were the 1986 studsnts. Mefarring to s related
item, the 1976 students were also mo-e likely o «ay *hat they

would drop aut temporarily ‘han were students in 1986.

DISCUSSION

The purpose of this study was to determine whather the

popular conception that college students today are more

cor.servative then their counterpsrts 1n 1976. The results which
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have been obtained seem to indicate that there is no simple
answer to this question. Rather, the arsas in which this

conservative shift is oerceived to have occurred must be examined

individually.

Students in 1986 were found to be more influenced in their
personal wvalues and development by their friends and less
influenced by their schools than were students in 1976. This
difference is interesting in view of the currsnt debate owver
whether or not schools should teach value-. The 1986 group of
students were also more conce.ned with crn&o and drug abuse than
were their cnunterparts in 1976. The concern ove drug abuse is
not surprising, given tha publicity attendant on the death of Lan
Bias, the UMCP athlete who died of cocaine intoxication, which
occurred on campus shortly before, or even during the time that
most of the 1986 students were answering the questionnaire.
However, the observation that today's students attitudss ahout
drugs and crime hava become more negative has Leer made in other
studies as well. Among these are the 31984 ACE/LUCLA study which
found that student support for the legalization of marijuana had
declined from 53% in 1927 to 23% in 1984. And, on a crime-related
issue, the same study found that studsnt support for abolishing
the death penalty had declined from 58% in 1971 to 20% in 1984.

Apart from these differences, there was no further svidence
in this study to suggest that studerts today are less idealistic
or socially sctive than those‘in 1?76. In fact, the psruentages
of students who .4sre interested in volunteser services or in
political or social action groups was quite small (less than 7%)

in both groups. And, the percentages of students who felt that
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the University should serve as a force for social change was
actually higher in 1986 than 1n 1976, although both percentages
were quite low in absolute terms (4% and 2% roapactiQaly).

Differences in the career and academic interests of the two
groups were more striking. Sxudents in 1986 were more likely to
choose jobs because of their higher sarning power or greatsr
prestige, while students in both 1536 and 1976 chose “intrinsic
interest .n the field" ss one of thair top three reasons. These
findings support those of Mason-Scwell and Sedlacek (1983), who
found that students in 1982 were more likely to have a primarily
vccational orientation to cocllegs than those in 1969. In
addition, Astin and Green (1985} found that "bsing very uell-éff
financially" was an important ar very important life goal for 71%
of the students they studied in 1984, as oppasad to 39% in 1970,

Students in the twc grou.> slso differed in their reasons
for staying in schcol, with 1956 students more likely to stay
because “"college graduates get botter jobs" or “collage
graduates earn rore." Agasin these findings are supported by the
literature. Green and Astin found that the three reazons given
most often by freshmen for attending college are "to be able to
make more moriey," "to lsarn more about things that interest me,"
and "to be able to get a better job." In a related areas,
students in 1986 were more likely than those in 1976 to see the
major function of the university as that of preparing people for
jobs, and less likely to feal that the university's major
function is tc provide a general learning facility.

The results of this study appear to support the major

13
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national findings that students today are mores career-oriented,
eand see higher education less a8 & lesarning process than as
means to an snd, the end being a high-paying, prestigious job.
This orientation has important implications for those inuvolved in
higher education. As Krukowski (198%) points out, while
de~ographic trends reverse themselves in the courss of time,
attitudinal trends are more persistant. It is up to educators to
reverse the current trend toward the devaluation aof the liberal
arts education. This can be done only by enphasizing the
intrinsic value and meaning of education rather than its material

banefits.
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